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I’m Peter Marshall, I was Professor of Imperial History at King’s College London and was appointed to the Working Group when John Roberts resigned, and that was in July of 1989.  

Can you tell me, Professor Marshall, how it was you were invited to join the History Working Group in 1989?

I’m not of course privy to the all the discussions that may have gone on about this.  My guess would be something like this, that some names of … they wanted another academic historian because John Roberts was their academic historian.  They’d probably been given a list of people by the professional bodies, in my case I would think the Royal Historical Society, which I was much involved in and by the Historical Association, whatever.  I’m very clear from the questioning of Roger Hennessey, which was very perfunctory and there’s no reason why it should not have been, about whether I would join that they wanted somebody who they thought was sort of middle of the road, they were very keen not to have somebody very committed, for instance to Schools History Project work and things of that sort, also they were very clear that they didn’t want Professor Skidelsky or somebody of that disposition.  Because Roger sort of said what did I think – I do remember this in my interview – what did I think about the arguments about skills and content and I said I thought it was a pretty artificial argument and he stopped me at that point, he said, ‘Say no more, that’s exactly what I want to hear, but it’s exactly what I expected to hear’.  So I think that’s why it was.  But I imagine they would have had a number of names and for some reason, which were probably pretty random, they chose me.  I’m sure they had no previous knowledge of me because I had no previous involvement in this kind of thing, which may well have been a virtue from their point of view.

So what was the specialist perspective that you were expected to bring to the group?







So did you have any involvement at all in the school system or in education below university level?

No, not really.  I don’t even have children.  [laughs]  From that point of view, completely neutral.  No, I’m sure that this hadn’t reached them, but I am passionately concerned about history as a subject at every level of our society and I did a lot of visiting secondary schools and things like that and I had, as everybody in those days, particularly the early part of my career, had trained a lot of history graduates who then went to school teaching.  Shortly afterwards they of course all went into the City.  [laughs]  But that’s something else.  But beyond that no, I have no expertise.

You had visited secondary schools?





So what were the issues facing the History Working Group when you joined it?

Well of course this was the aftermath of the Interim Report and the reservations which Kenneth Baker had expressed at the very end of his time, which we now know I think were the Prime Minister’s, and John MacGregor had to take up, and in a way I thought it was too strong, so the group was in a sense of shock.  I think they were very committed to the Interim Report and some of the things could easily be adjusted, I mean the question of the balance between British and other sorts of history and things like that.  The real one that went right through is knowledge and the attainment targets and that was from the outset the major issue.  And it’s one which I think we were unanimous and that would include the professional advices of Roger, that we would do what we could to meet the Secretary of State’s problems about this but actually to have a set body of knowledge as an attainment target that had to be learnt regardless of the context that it was in, we couldn’t do that.  And so I think – I mean this may be getting on to some of your later questions – I think that very much shaped our discussion and very much shaped what I think is the weakness of our work, that our alternative was to make the programmes of study very knowledge heavy.  And I think that’s a mistake because it’s not practical.  They’re marvellous documents often, those programmes of study and since I drafted initially most of the later ones, I feel perfectly happy to say that.  But they’re not realistic and teachers confronted with them would have been I think facing, in most cases, very, very serious problems.  But it was this attempt to try to get round the knowledge attainment target that really occupied so much time and the sensible conceits of the cone showing [laughs] and very sweetly, the DES or somebody gave me a little paperweight with the cone on it.  But that really was the thing, the knowledge … I think that, I sense that the group was very united by the time I got there and that’s partly a tribute again to Michael’s chairmanship and partly perhaps that we were all sort of middle of the roaders.  But we were not prepared to go down that route and I felt very strongly myself about this, that it would be a way to official history.  And that I’m sure is not what the ministers wanted because I mean they had what I think is the great strength of our system and the great problem in so many other countries, that we couldn’t prescribe books that we could … we produced – Roger was always keen to say that – we were producing a curriculum, not a syllabus.  It was then for the teachers to find the books and the material out of which they would deliver it.  There would not be an official textbook with an official version.  But I think a knowledge attainment target would have come quite close to that.














So when you were preparing the programmes of study, were you aware this is over-ambitious …?

I’m not sure.  In a way of course there’s problems there, I mean the programmes of study in the Interim Report are over-ambitious.  Yes I think I was, I kept on thinking, what can you expect, what can people be expected to do, what have people got.  My way of going about this, I mean would … I mean I mustn’t take too much credit, discredit them, but a lot of them, particularly when we were sort of expanding into non-European things, which I was very keen on, I would try and do an outline and then I would actually talk to academic people in the University of London, which was very useful, and say does this look okay for the … Imperial China or something.  But it has to be said that the people with teaching experience would then say, come on Peter, this is not really realistic and we would cut them down in the meetings.  But I think we really got the bit between our teeth in a way and so it went.  

One wonders if it’s enthusiasm really.  If you have the things that they’re interested in and they feel children should know about …

Yes, there’s that.  And that, I mean I think, if this is not derailing your line of questioning, I think that’s an important element of the Working Group, is its enthusiasm for the subject.  And as a result we were in a way a bit competitive and we were over-ambitious, but we did it for the subject.  I think our sense was that we were actually lucky to get it in – we didn’t get it in – that Kenneth Baker had the strong commitment as a foundation subject.  There was the other thing which you might know about, and looking at my scrapbooks remind me, but I’d forgotten how lively the sense was, that at the end when eventually the HA, the Historical Association, got the teachers in line more or less behind it, it was because there was a threat that it would not be a foundation subject if we really couldn’t make up our mind what we wanted.  So there was that strong sense of enthusiasm for the subject, that strong sense that we had to fight for three or four hours, but it’s quite unreal, isn’t it?  Strong sense that history, we were doing history as a separate discipline, that we were dismantling the humanities and other sorts of things that people were doing and that was right.  And I remember for instance, my niece, who’s a primary school teacher and she said ‘Look, we can’t do this, I don’t do it’.  And she gave me an example of what she did, which was fine, she said, ‘I do, pick things like water and we look at the history of, certainly of canals and things like that, but we also look at the chemistry, the natural environment, things like that.  That’s what we do’.  ‘I’m sorry, that’s not what you’re going to do in future.’  

[both laughing]  





So how did the civil servants from the DES and Roger Hennessey, the Inspector, work with you?





So it’s not the case that the civil servants arrived with material and said this is …

Well they may well have done in the early stages, have said, well this is the number of things you’ve got, and things like that.  I would think they did, but they certainly didn’t arrive with any academic material.  Roger had bits of views about academic ... but not, I mean he wouldn’t try to overrule us on.  He would say the teachers are going to find this very difficult, or I think there are going to be problems about this, but he would never say, until the Secretary of State said, well you’ve got to have fifty per cent British, and so he said okay, we’ve got to have fifty per cent British.  But he would never say no, that’s subversive or that’s not what we should be doing or something like that, I didn’t pick that up at all.

That’s interesting.  Why do you think that the communication with the politicians wasn’t as good as say, with the civil servants?

Good question.  I suppose the politicians have other things to do.  I think that they were wary, to my mind – this is something I kept on thinking about, and very interesting questions about the limits of politics – I mean my guess is that in a perfect model of the National Curriculum there were political decisions and there were educational decisions and the setting up of a working group was a sign in a way the politicians wanted the education business to be at arm’s-length.  They would lay down what subjects would be in the curriculum, they would lay down the various things required by the various acts, but I think their initial intention was to leave us to our own devices.  But I think they found with history that they couldn’t resist getting involved and so on the one hand it was a strength that they weren’t always leaning over our shoulder, as far as I know, saying why are you doing this, or something like that, but on the other hand of course when they actually got things, particularly when they got the Interim Report, then they discovered they did have views.  And you got these things which went on, I mean it went on in Kenneth Clarke and John Major, as you know, this business of saying we don’t do history after 1953 and all that sort of absurdity.  In an ideal world I suppose we would have said these are our educational decisions, if you don’t like them you find another working group.  But we didn’t do that and maybe we should have done, but I think in a way the distance of the politicians was initially an advantage and from that point of view it was what they ought to have been doing, but they couldn’t resist having a view.  I mean I’m not sure exactly what happened.  The most contentious thing the Interim Report did I think was to say that we don’t do the Second World War any more, we do post-war developments.  And I could see, that I think was a John Roberts decision and I can see why it made a lot of sense, which is that we are as Germans and other people say, obsessed with the Second World War and we should grow up a bit.  But that wasn’t going to go because, well there was a huge popular reaction.  The teachers didn’t like it because they’d got all this material on it.  The Jewish lobbies very understandably said you’re pretending the Holocaust didn’t happen.  Well I wouldn’t say that, but they did say that.  The British Legion didn’t like it.  And clearly I think ministers did because you’ll probably pick up from your cuttings and things, Angela Rumbold announced that it wasn’t … that the Second World War was going to be banned before I think we’d actually formally decided that it would, which I think that was the most interventionist thing.  And thereafter, well we knew that we were going into difficulties at the end because Mrs T did have strong views and she didn’t like it.  John MacGregor I think clearly acted as a kind of middle ground.  I mean he in the end, he was convinced that we’d done the best we could about knowledge and he kept her at bay, but you remember her solution, or the solutions he had which she liked, was that it should go back to discussion and hence the long delay.  And at that point I think the schools did rally to it because they thought an awful lot was at stake.  The Gulf War began and Mrs T had better things to do and then she left office.  And so we basically got away with it.  But right at the end we were uncertain as to whether she was going to veto it because MacGregor invited us to a dinner I think at the end and just before that The Times carried a thing, obviously … was what that chap called who was her Press Secretary?  Bernard Ingham, had briefed The Times saying how much Mrs Thatcher still disliked it, but John MacGregor said very emoliently, don’t worry, we’re going to put it out to consultation, it’ll all be alright.  And it more or less was, although of course Major and Kenneth Clarke couldn’t resist having gos later on.  So I don’t know, I mean I think very high ideals that the content would be non-political and no doubt in the huge numbers of evidence of the National Curriculum that is so, that people tend not to have a political view about science, but in history - and English literature – but history, they found that they did have views and they were under pressure.  I mean I’m sure the Jewish lobby perfectly rightly worried about this and I’m sure Mrs Thatcher with her Jewish voters in Finchley knew about that, and why should they not, I mean it’s perfectly legitimate.  And so if you thought about it, it was perhaps a bit naïve to suppose that you could have this political educational divide, and it didn’t work out.  On the other hand, there’s a lot of remorse I think because I think the high profile that history got in all this was ultimately good for history, indeed I hope it was.  

And perhaps showing the importance of it in people’s attitudes to education.









Were the submissions from members of the public discussed by the group? 





But, I would go there and listen and try to say look, yes we hear what you said but this is what we’ve got to do and didn’t cut much ice, except when I went to the independent schools who of course were supremely self-confident about it.  I started the usual defensive spiel to them and they said, come off it, this is alright, we’ll use it if we want to, we won’t use it if we don’t want to, doesn’t matter.  And what they chiefly wanted to do at that meeting was to bully the A level examiners.  [laughs]  One only wished there was that degree of self-confidence in the state sector, because if the teachers wouldn’t do it, it won’t get done.  That’s it.  [laughs]  They could easily have said, well we’ll take the bits we like and ignore the bits we don’t like.  Particularly of course, well of course they didn’t know if the testing system was going to be published.  But they were … I would go to as many meetings as I could and to former students I’d say can I come and see you teach and things like that, which are things I should have done ages ago, but you didn’t get a lot of time to do that.  I mean one of the theories of the Working Group was that we would go round the country, which had meetings, oh in … I remember with the Angela Rumbold business, was Great Yarmouth, meetings all over the place.  We stayed in Trust House Forte hotels and if I eat another Trust House Forte hotel breakfast … and we would then visit the local schools.  But we never had time to do that, we would actually sit in the conference rooms of these awful hotels solidly until about midnight and we never got out to talk to the schools because there was never any time.  And we were endlessly devising means of implementing the levelling or criticising the programmes of study or refining the attainment targets.  It was very hard pounding.  













Did the press interest in the history National Curriculum affect the group’s work?





What was your view about the issue of testing historical knowledge because at that time there were going to be tests.









So what were the contentious areas over the content?

Try and think.  I mean I thought about this, I don’t recall a lot.  I think we had some views and I’m trying to reconstruct them, that we would avoid things which were very obviously contentious, and I’m not quite sure why we thought that.  But one of the things that eventually we did put in something about, African people in the Americas, but up to that point, the working … that is an initiative which I took but I took it prompted by other people as well.  The Working Group wished to avoid that and I’m trying to think why, because of course the slave trade comes into key stage three, I mean no doubt of that, but their sort of feeling I think was that it would produce very simple-minded answers or work.  The same thing we felt that we didn’t want to do the Crusades, although the teachers recently reinstated it, we wanted to try to understand Islamic, to have it at the time, Islamic culture and civilisation.  So there were those sorts of issues but they were not terribly difficult ones.  In the end Michael yielded when I said I think there is a strong body of opinion about this and I think we would be open to serious misrepresentation if we appeared not to have done it.  So … but I don’t recall shouting matches or whatever.  I think they were over by then.  I mean I’m not sure that many people then felt that, for instance on the great issues of more British history and things like that, that they really wanted to go to the last ditch about that, but they certainly did about knowledge.  Maybe  in my memories it all looks more harmonious than it was, but I think it was relatively harmonious.

So there weren’t many disagreements at all?





So looking back from 2009, what comments would you make on the way in which the first National Curriculum was conceived and produced?

Well, I think it was the things I’ve tried to say.  I think we were over-ambitious for reasons which I’ve tried to suggest.  We wanted to do the best for the subject.  I think we made a very, very strong case for the subject and I’m not sure about whether the dismantling of all these programmes which merge history in other things are quite deserved.  I think we should … I think to assume three or four hours, but that’s what we were told to do.  The teachers very quickly said, ‘Look, that’s not what real life is like’.  And therefore as a result, partly because we were trying to push all this knowledge into the attainment targets in order to make it clear that we were in favour of knowledge, we produced very seriously over-elaborate programmes of study.  And so a lot of that was wasted effort I think, because the teachers weren’t going to do it anyway, even if they survived the official imprimaturs.

So do you think that over time it’s been dismantled to a certain extent?





I think over a time certain topics have become popular so the resources have been produced for them and everyone’s adopted those because that’s what’s available.

Yes.  One thing that I did decide and I saw it was in the 1999 key stage thing, was India, Moghuls to early British and I think there are some good materials on there.  But it does come back to your very important point I suppose, which is in a sort of free market economy, if we don’t prescribe the books and you couldn’t, well I mean we’d have been so open to abuse and I think the ministers were petrified that we’d get in the hands of raving Marxists and things like that if they did.  If you don’t prescribe the books then it’s left to commercial decisions isn’t it, and so a minority of programmes of study are not going to be done, I don’t think, and probably some of the things have probably never been done.  I would think it’s very likely.  [laughs]













And citizenship and other issues have been introduced.  What is your view about the way that …

Well I think it had to be simplified.  I wouldn’t …  Citizenship is a little bit, tells about one’s views, that these are all values which we would admire, but if you make – again, but I’m using the word rightly – if you make history too instrumental that it is to propagate a set of values, you’re treading a dangerous path I think.  I mean a bit, which I think I may be able to find [leafs through Report], which I like to think that I actually did do that about, the importance of a democratic society and I can’t think, well if Mrs Thatcher saw it, she’d ‘ve hated it, because we don’t know.  Where is it, it’s eleven - seventeen … I think.  [pause – quotes from Report]  ‘History raises moral questions. This is a crucial and highly sensitive issue and it appears in two ways: the form of history, as advocated in this report which supports the values of democratic societies’ – and I’m very happy to say that – ‘open-mindedness; respect for a range of possible interpretation based on evidence; objectivity. These qualities have by no means been universal, they’ve not always been adopted by historians themselves, they’re not immune from challenge.  Much of the subject raises explicit moral questions, notably when human motivation and choice involved and when the question of the ultimate importance of a great episode is discussed, was it “good”, was it “bad”?’  But it’s a sense I think that the open-endedness of history, which yeah, I’m sure people do when they include inclusiveness are aware of that, but anything that says well, we all know don’t we that inclusiveness is good.  Well we all do, but we want the young to think it out for themselves.  And when we faced multi-culturalism, we said I think that the kind of scepticism and questioning which we’re instilling will inevitably demolish stereotypes and things.  Well it may do, it may not. But I hope it will.  So I think I have the utmost sympathy with the sense of the need to instil values of inclusiveness but I think the report did stress again and again the openness of history and that that was its great virtue, that it was, I think I felt that in the National Curriculum if you weren’t going to do much English literature that it was a case where you were opening people into moral debate, not giving them clear-cut answers, which literature of course would also do.  And perhaps that’s not what happens, that shows how out of touch I am, that the sort of inclusiveness and citizenships are not closing down the options.  But if the kids want to spout fascist things I think you have to let them and see what happens.  And I’m sure that’s easier said than done, because I’m sure if they get the bit between their teeth in certain parts of the country they can be extremely difficult.  [laughs]

It may be down to the teachers at the end of the day.

Yes.  And I’m sure that that is, that the teacher should …  I remember I had rather a lot of dealings with what was then the Polytechnic of North London and I used to go and talk to their education classes and somebody, I can’t remember, I think she was Afro-Caribbean and she said, do you mind, I hate the British.  It’s alright, no, I don’t mind  [laughs]  And when you teach that, given the fact that you must show that that’s not the only view, but if you want to open up British people’s eyes to the fact that you think their record overseas is utterly deplorable, go ahead, do it.  But you mustn’t say that that is the only way of looking at it.  Well that’s feeble liberalism, but …  [laughs]





Undoubted it is.  I mean my own feeling about the history of the Empire is that it should be widely taught because it is very important both in the history of the way Britain’s evolved and in the history of many people who come to Britain.  And I’ve been very much involved in the British Empire and Commonwealth Museum at Bristol which has wonderful – and alas it’s now gone under, serious financial difficulties and it’s temporarily closed – programmes of education and so I think I’m all in favour that people should look at it and then make up their minds for themselves.  And as I said to you in my email, even in 1990 it was difficult for people not to panic when it was suggested you should study the Empire and say you’re trying to indoctrinate, telling us that we should be proud of the Empire.  No, we’re just trying to get you to think about it.  And I think we are a bit better now at treating it as another form of history which has all sorts of issues.  I mean it meant different things in different ways, as horrendous as the slave trade or the people who were dispossessed of land in Southern Africa, whatever, putting enormous advantages in the way of people in Hong Kong or Singapore.  And there’s also a problem that, very recently at a discussion of Australian and Canadian history I was asked why this is never taught in British schools and I’d say I’m sorry, but it isn’t, recognising that that is a dimension.  And I said well the problem I think is that you’ve never formed a sort of pressure group, although they’d made out, this is a stereotype, lots of Australian kids in Earls Court who would benefit from being taught this.  But it is a view of Empire in a rather narrow – well not a narrow sense – but the view of Empire through other people, which is what most people think.  And yes, I think that’s got to be looked at and so I’m happy that it’s there.  And I hope now people don’t think that it is impossible to look at it in the way which we prescribe in our old attainment targets, recognising interpretations or whatever.  I mean on an awful occasion at a teachers’ meeting where a young male student came up to me and said, I think your putting in that thing is an insult, talking about black peoples and I said, not at all, I mean have you never read for instance the work of Eric Williams and people like that, I mean black people study the history of the Empire, they don’t agree with it.  He had obviously never heard of Eric Williams, but this is what the whole sort of cultural climate made him want to say and I felt he wanted to say, but it’s sad.

Well thank you very much.  That’s all my questions.
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